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“The Ghost of Flannery O’Connor,” Grandmother,

the Misfit, and The Boss

Who is Flannery O’Connor? A Catholic writer? A Protestant writer? Both? What was her view of Jesus? Why did she write about dynamic characters the way she did? And who cares besides me? Answers to all of these questions lie in research. “A Good Man is Hard to Find” and essays by O’Connor seem to say that a religious epiphany is exceptionally important to her development of dynamic characters, and my research indicates that it is. The dynamic grandmother in “A Good Man” loses her self-absorption and becomes a spiritual person a second before the Misfit pulls the trigger at the story’s climax and launches her into the hereafter. What explains why O’Connor does this? My research confirmed that the “conversion experience,” a Christian experience of sudden grace, is central to O’Connor’s entire body of work and certainly explains grandmother’s change in “A Good Man.” Also confirmed by my research is that O’Connor’s stories have had a wide-reaching effect. Even rock and roll is not immune to the power of her writing! And Jesus as a revolutionary? It’s all in the research, and my journey into three critical articles revealed several extraordinary things about O’Connor’s work and about the influence her work has had.
What explains the grandmother’s sudden change in O’Connor’s “A Good Man is Hard to Find”? An article entitled “The Protestantism of Flannery O’Connor” helps answer that question. The article’s author explains,
The effect of Flannery O’Connor’s … Christianity upon her fiction was an almost single-minded preoccupation with conversion experience—in her own words, with those moments “in which the presence of grace can be felt as it waits to be accepted or rejected.” In dramatic terms, such moments arose during a moral crisis when a character was forced “to decide forever, betwixt two things”—the two things generally consisting of God and Satan. (Milder)
The grandmother in “A Good Man” is in that “moral crisis” when she is faced with death at the hands of the Misfit. Grace “hits” her, and she can accept or reject it. She accepts it, reaching out to touch the Misfit in a tender, accepting way, claiming him by saying, “Why you’re one of my babies. You’re one of my own children!” (O’Connor 236) In doing this, she accepts God’s grace and, with it, her “conversion experience.” The grandmother acknowledges that she, like the Misfit, has been “of Satan.” She, too, has done wrong. By acknowledging her sinfulness, she develops and changes, and she is “saved,” or ready for heaven. (Which is why she dies with “her face smiling up at the cloudless sky” (236).)
Flannery O’Connor was Catholic, and in college I was taught that her Catholic beliefs were on display in her stories about the Protestant Christian South. But also in “The Protestantism of Flannery O’Connor,” I found the observation that O’Connor’s brand of Catholicism was actually very Protestant in some ways: “… O’Connor was returning [in her stories] not to the Catholic tradition but to the evangelical Protestantism of the Reformation and the seventeenth century” (Milder). Critic Robert Milder goes on to observe that O’Connor’s preoccupation with “backwoods prophets of the modern South” puts her stories more in line with Protestant evangelism than Catholic belief. This piece of information surprised me, but I guess it should not have. There are many “backwoods prophets” in her stories, and these prophets remind readers of the South’s beloved born-again preachers. Also, for readers in the largely Protestant South to enjoy her writings about their area of the country, O’Connor would have to be true to those readers’ Christian reality. So it makes sense that she understood and accepted portions of Protestant belief and that it was carefully portrayed in her stories.
One thing I wasn’t prepared at all to find was that Bruce Springsteen had been reading the works of Flannery O’Connor when he wrote what I consider one the most moving American albums of the twentieth century, Nebraska. Flannery O’Connor’s influence among short story writers and American Literature professors is legendary. Nobody mentioned the Boss, though! Yet, here he is, in his own words, lined up to get what he can from O’Connor’s wise and wry stories:
I’d come out of a period of my own writing where I’d been writing big, sometimes operatic … things. I was interested in finding another way to write about those subjects, about people, another way to address what was going on around me and in the country—a more scaled down, more personal, more restrained way of getting some of my ideas across. So right prior to the record Nebraska, I was deep into O’Connor. (qtd. in Streight)

Anyone who has listened to Nebraska will not find this amazing. Unlike Springsteen’s earlier albums, Nebraska is “restrained,” “scaled down,” “personal” and certainly cannot be termed “operatic,” like the soaring Born to Run or Greetings from Asbury Park. Here’s an example of the “restrained” lyrics from Nebraska’s “Reason to Believe”:
Take a baby to the river Kyle William they called him
Wash the baby in the water take away little Kyle's sin
In a whitewash shotgun shack an old man passes away take his body to the graveyard and over him they pray Lord won't you tell us
tell us what does it mean
Still at the end of every hard earned day people find some reason to believe
If these words can be imagined as a lone acoustic guitar thumps in the background—just as if Bruce Springsteen were sitting on his bed singing to himself (which is what he was doing when “Reason to Believe” was recorded)—then the restrained, personal Flannery-O’Connor-like nature of the album Nebraska can be imagined.


One final article I explored caught my eye because of its title, “‘The Bleeding Stinking Mad Shadow of Jesus’ in the Fiction of Flannery O’Connor.” (That quote-within-the-quote is actually a phrase from one of O’Connor’s stories. Not hard to picture Bruce Springsteen reading O’Connor now, is it?) This article suggests Christ as a “revolutionary,” a “Savior [who] is … a ‘bleeding stinking mad’ grotesque to many” (Drake). That concept is certainly guaranteed to encourage curiosity in people who have not yet read O’Connor! If we think about “A Good Man is Hard to Find,” though, the rest of Drake’s passage rings true:

[Jesus] “upsets the balance around here”; He “puts the bottom rail on the top”; He makes the first last and the last first. In short, He revolutionizes the whole Creation and turns the whole world upside down, to the scandal of those who believe … that they do not need any outside help (a savior) because they are doing all right by themselves.
In “A Good Man is Hard to Find,” The Misfit is one who feels he is “doing all right by [him]self” (O’Connor 235). And it is the Misfit, with his murderous ways, who brings himself and the grandmother to the edge by helping to “turn … the whole world upside down” so that the grandmother’s “change” occurs and she can accept grace and be saved. Jesus shows up in the form of the Misfit’s thoughts about Jesus, and the grandmother’s moment of grace is assured by that same Jesus revolutionizing her soul.

The three articles I found all informed my understanding of O’Connor’s writing, and, especially, of “A Good Man is Hard to Find,” but I must say I have a special fondness for the article by Irwin Streight. It was a unique pleasure to discover Bruce Springsteen among the fans of Flannery O’Connor—evidence that for a good writer, another good writer is not so hard to find.
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